One Journey's End

M. Jane Heinig, PhD, IBCLC
Lao Tzu once said "the longest journey begins with a single step." And of course, that must be so. But what about the last step, the single step taken when the journey is over? So much is said about beginnings, not about endings. Of course, my ending is a small one. After this issue, I am handing the helm of JHL to another editor while I move on to concentrate fully on my research. Yet, all endings require some review of the path taken. Life is just that way.
This journal has been an important part of my life for 15 years. How fortunate I was to be chosen for this position all those years ago. While the journal changed under my tenure, I was changed also by the experience and by all those who worked alongside me. Together, we attempted to join the mainstream science publications and continue the efforts to promote human lactation as a valued area of study worthy of its own journal. We must have been successful because it wasn't long before several journals emerged to cover this important multidisciplinary field.
At the same time, efforts to promote and support breastfeeding also moved into the mainstream. The WHO/UNICEF Baby-Friendly Hospital Initiative was launched only 5 years before I became the editor of JHL, and today the policies and practices detailed in that initiative have been adopted by more than 19,000 hospitals in 156 countries. While increasing breastfeeding initiation rates was the goal set by many public health organizations in 1997, nearly all of those same organizations are working in 2011 to promote exclusive breastfeeding for about 6 months. Lactation-related research is no longer on the "fringe" of established science but published regularly in the highest rated journals in the world. Lactation consultants have emerged from the "closet" when they performed their work as an aside to their other duties and now occupy principal positions in public health and clinical settings.
Our field is not without controversy or detractors and there have been many times when breastfeeding clinicians and advocates have struggled to maintain a foothold despite economic, emotional, cultural, and environmental challenges. Perseverance has become a hallmark of those working in occupations involving lactation science or clinical management.
Beginning with the next issue to be published in February 2012, Anne Merewood will begin her journey as the new editor-in-chief of JHL. I am certain that the journal will be in excellent hands. I look forward to see the changes in direction, scope, and style that she brings with her as she continues to move the journal, and the profession, forward.
Over the last few months, I've thought a great deal about these parting words. What message would I want to share that I have not written about already in just under 60 editorials? I decided that it would be important to comment on that essential trait of perseverance that has helped us come so far as a profession. First, I want to applaud the efforts of so many pioneers that stayed single-minded on their goals despite the distractions and obstacles along the way. Their efforts made many of today's opportunities possible. However, as the world continues to change rapidly, it is equally important to understand that the need to persevere can sometimes lead to a narrow focus of attention, so narrow that progress and other points of view can be missed. All of us must guard against a dogmatic approach to our work, especially when we seem to come up against the same barriers again and again. It is worthwhile occasionally to pause on the paths we've chosen, to take stock of how far we've come and to listen for new possibilities, ideas, and directions. Sometimes we will find that these moments of reflection bring us new energy and even shortcuts to our destination, but admittedly, at times we will find nothing of use at all. The key is to maintain an open mind and to cultivate opportunities to reevaluate our stance.
The changes in the last 15 years have required creative solutions involving a broad range of individuals, groups, and institutions. Our future lies in expanding our collaboration with others, as we listen and learn from them as they will from us. A key feature of this process will be that we are always careful to learn directly from those who know best. We must beware of those who claim to know how to intervene or improve breastfeeding rates in any setting without research that includes participants from the target group of interest. For example, if you are concerned about in-hospital formula supplementation resulting from nursing or medical staff actions, it is important that you include nurses and medical staff in your work to understand the decision-making processes and circumstances. While this may seem obvious, it is a step that is frequently missed.
People who know me understand that I am a big fan of quotes. I'll leave you by sharing a wonderful quote by Ralph Waldo Emerson.
Whatever course you decide upon, there is always someone to tell you that you are wrong. There are always difficulties arising which tempt you to believe that your critics are right. To map out a course of action and follow it to an end requires . . . courage. I do have one thing to add to this important sentiment. Sometimes, it takes even greater courage to modify or even change course when we discover that the path we've chosen to reach our destination is the wrong one.
Thank you to all of those who have participated in the Journal over the years, as contributors, reviewers, editors, administrative support, copyeditors, production editors, marketing staff, advertisers, administrators, and others. While there are too many people to thank individually, I must mention Laurie Nommsen-Rivers and Donna Chapman whose dedication and demand for excellence influenced our direction every step of the way. Thanks also to all of our readers working throughout the world to study, understand, teach, and/or support mothers and infants.
And so I sign off. Remember to stay grateful for all the gifts that life bestows upon you, however large or small. I know that can be difficult at times but you'll be healthier and happier for it. I wish pleasant and fulfilling journeys for you all, wherever they may lead you.
